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In the absence,of specific information about a person, we often rely -

A
-v

on stereoty es to determine our reaction toward him. That is, we implicitly
\

'
assign the person} to a particular category or grdup, and respond toohim

.. .
. .

on the basis of that categorization.' If the group is vieWedcositively;-we'
41 .-

. respond to the in dividual positively; 'if the group is,viewed negatively',..
. ,

we respond to the individual negatively. Moreover, the use Of stereotypes

., ss '1 -

. .

-
. ' ./

is-probabLy facilitated the extent that group members are easily --

t
identified, marked, or in some way stigmatized.

gecent research has suggested that the elderly may represent-such a

-stigmatized group (Axelrod & Eisdorf,er, 1961; 'Hickey, Hickey,"& Xel4sh,'
-. ', - ,. \.

. .
.. . .

,_

17968)t 4ecificAlly, the elderly-albpeanto be-grop#d's'epata.tely.and
...,, .

e-

reacted- to )differeatlrfrom othef age groups. ',The general reaction is one
*-

.Ot,negatiViiy.(Heravish,'1971). the aged-ate stereotypically viewed as

being generally ill, menally'slowl inactive, unproductive, bothersome
1- f.

,/

and self-derogating (see.,e.g.,- Aaronson,,1966; Eisdorfierl AltroCchi,

6 . ,^*

1961; Axelrod 60Eisdorder, 1961; Hickey et at., 1968;iiickei & Kalish,
-

1968).
.

In'all of-these studies subjects

belies about old people in general.

a

simply reported their attitudes and

Seldom are subjeCts asked to respond.
\

-r-
.to a particular old person, or given any, perstnal information abou,t the .

target before making their-ratings. However, stereotypes might be used
:* : ' -.

- . .

)

most often in just ehbee situations wherespecific information about. .

c

....,
.11

- ..

the target is1)1ac1ing. i
.

, .

s.
It seems reasonable 'to ask Aet impact the inlfavorable'stereotype

'..%.

would hae on subjects what they are responding.nO to the Category "old
,

'..,'

..
people", but ,to one specific old, personleoui".whom peronal information

" I
- .

/

".-z has 'been provided:__ One.pgssibility isttiat_persona1Wmplike.laxgel

* r x

,.' person may-evdke.sympathy for him among raters. This may:lead raters to.

4
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, compensate for t 'he stereotype.by lysponding more favorably to the stigmatiied
: ...,

.41.

target'person (cf. Schuman & Harding, 1963).' Indeed, such sympathy might
AIA .

.
.

.

lead to an overcompensation, so thet.an elderly person is rated more favorably

.
,

. °
, .

.

than a similarly portrayed younger person. "'The latter possibility is suggested
. .

by recent research of reactions to a'ditferent stigmatized voilp7-black

Americank. Though stereotypes of blacks are'Changingv'the white majority

4 still Views blacks as a category, witil suspicion,, hostility, and negative

ti
prejudice .(e.g:,,Pettigrew, 1971; Sigall 41Page,..197i).,..Yet'in a recent'

.

seriga of experiments,. raters _evaluated an ,anonymous'person more positively

if he was labeled as being black thhn if he was not labeled as toPhis
-

racial identity (carver,..Glass,Snyder,'f, Katz., Note 1). This "positiVity"'
-

effect was obtained in three separate inStances,,each..of whisch used a bogus

interview transcript to present,pertonal information aboui the targets.

. -Another question that maybe'asked is whether the sympathy and over-

compensation produced by personalization depends on the information-prgsented

about the target. ,One possibility is that ovetcompen'sation occurs only

?.

when the information contradicts the stereotype. If so, an older person'

should be rated more favorably than a younger person only when boll are

"

presented in a positive manner. Alternatively, perhaps'the information about
/

the target need riot conflict with the stereotype--ratheri.personalization of
4M1 o

the target per se may be suf'fic4rit.4 tO produce sympathy and overcompensation.

t ,

If so, older persons should receive mote favorable ratings, han younger persons.,..;

regardless of whethervboth are portra06 in a positive or a,neptive manner.
r ,

a

The research I'm about to describe investigated these motions Each
t ,. . . . /

subject was asked to read what, was-portrayed a a transcript- of a 'peronal
'

..

,
interview. .The transcript presefited the interviewee in either a positive or

.

a negative manner. Information contained in thetranscrfpt.ihdicated that

4
V



ehe target person was either23,or 75 years

, -

the personal- information contained'in the transcripts

of age. It was predicted that

wouldevdke sympathy,

and thereby lead subjects tp overcompensate for their stereotype'f the '

elderly by rating the 75 year old target more favorably than the 23 year

.old taYget.

Method

Sub,:ect

. -----,--------,
.

The subjects were 21 women. and 19 men, selected from intrOductory
. e

I

*4
, ptychOlogy courses at Carnegie-Mellon, University, Subjects completed the

.

,.
, .."4"- , F.',

experiments in groups ranging

assigned within each group `to

below, H

r,.
Procedure

.Thesubjects were told

study,n impression foiiiation

ssted of three-conditions.

tape of an actual interview a

.groUp of subjects ostensibly

-before_pak,ing their ratings.

read typewritteritranscripts

in size frog tw41 to six

-6negf the experiMental

and were randomly

conditions described,

that they would be participating in

It was explained that the experiment" con-
,

In

nd

One condition,' subjects watched a video-
:

Another
4

t hen evaluated the interviewee.

listened to an auditape, df the interview

Thejpresenesubjects were being asked to

of the same interview andI then rate' the
..

interviewee in a similar manner. Subjects were told that he purpo61 of

the study was to determine how'impressionp would diffen a a .function' of

how the interview information Waspreseneed.

',After thisintroductiqn, each subject was given a transcript of

tbebogusinterviev) A line,at the top of the transcript presented
-

physical aarteristics of the interviewee and was followed'by a

13 questions-and answerL.::

some

series of

tI
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, .

' Half of the subjects wereaed to believe' that the interviewee was
.

.

23 years of age; the remainder

7.5year,S ofagg. In the young

were led to believe
'

condition, the4,1.ine

. 4

that the respondent was

aeross the top of the

transcrill read . "Dan B., Male, 23, 5'9T; 150 pounds." In,fhe old
_e

condition? .the line, read "Dan B., Male, 75, 5'9",.
'

150 pounds:" The

first question on the transcript askedthd intgrviewee to state his age.

. .

Depending on ageicondition, the answer wag, either "Twenty-three, I',11be

..

twenty-tour in about three months," or "Seventy-4ve, I'll be seventy-six
. 1. l'

in.oboutthree months." The, following{ additional question was also

inserted into the transcripts of the°old condition: "Hpwlong have you

been coming to this community center for'aged?"- The respondent's, reply

was "Since I turned 65, for the Iast.10years I guess," To maintain

credibility, while retaininga parallel between the transcripts of, the

two, age conditions, tye wording:of'some of the questions and answers

differ'ed in tense, e.g., "What did your parents do?" versus "What do .

your parents do?" The transcripts for the two age.;conditions were other -

. N
.

wise identical.
-

.

,

Half of the sub ects,in each age condition received lt nvorae
w ,.

transcript in which the interviewee was portrayed as a nrson with an

uppei-middle class background, high ambitions, varied interests, and many'

friends. The remaining suigjeqts read unfavorable transcripts which
t

portraSred_the interviewee ask-a person from a lower class background, with

few friends, no particular interests, and no plans for the future.

,2A4er:reading.z.the_transoript, each subject rated fhe intervie4p.

on a series of al 4escriptive 'dimensions. Each dimension consisted of a

'7-potnt scale anchored Wpofar-opposite adaectives, e.g., "intelligenth"

versus "unintelligent,?, '.'hardworking'; versus "lazy.' The 11, ratings were

.

1.
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ts , ,

.-, ' , ,,
.

... . 5
. A., 9 .... . . .1 J.

1
.

.
t. f

summed tcryield arroverell' measure of the interviewee's attractiveness to
:

,, .
,.

, , - .. I .
.

r .
I , ' Y

the' subject. , -
,..

... _

The foregoing manipulations yielded a 2 x.2 factorials design: cad,
_ ,

-. ,.
1,- .

versus young target pertob;Mnd favorable versus unfavorable transcript.
. ..

, .

,
4,

;

1
C , I>

sr

' ' 4esults
\, % .

.

".../-
- /The depende

.

nt-variable was the attractiveness ratings of tWe

. .
,..--

interviewee Summed aceost,the 11 descriptive-dimensiohs .(see Table I).

.

ti

CSubjects AO read favorable transcripts were more attracted to the

Insert'Table 1 about'here-
..

. -

,
.

.
. .

,

interviewee than those who read unfavorable transcripts, F-(1, 36)

.

75.84, p < .0001, thus establishing the effectiveness of the favorability

manipulation. More importantly, the interviewee Was rated higher when

he` was presented as, 75 eaf't of age than when he was preseifed as

23 years of 'age, F (1,'36) <-003.' This tendency ,for the

older target person'to be Ted more positively than the younger target

person was significant in both the favorable transcript condition,.

t (36) =.2.20, 2. <.05, and the unfavorable transcriptiEondition,

t (36) = 2:60, 2 .02."
4

Discussion

Vrevious research has investigated reactions toward the elderly
.

/
by having subjects respond to the general category of "- -old perdons."In

.general, this prior research has shown that as a group the elderly are
f 4

V
reacted to negatively (McTavish, 1971). I the presentfresearch) subjects

;

received specific information about a particular elderly perdon before

rat-ing him. .It was argued that.such personalization Of.the target would
0

evoke smOpaphy for him, and thereby produce a tendency to overcompensate

c"

4r
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I/

. c -

for the stereotype. This overcompensation was expetted'to manifest itself

through more positive ratings of the older stimulus person.

The data were consistent with this reason-ing: the Ti year old :target'

was rated more favorably than the 23 year old target. 1.4OreoVer, the older

V

,

target was rated more positively regardless bf whether the stimulus persons

were portrayed in a favorable.or unfavorable manner: Apparently, per-

. -
,

. .

tonalization of the target per se is sufficient to produce overcompensation.

Although the data are consistent with an explanation based on-over-
,

'compensation other dxplanations might be offered.. For example, a second

eebvious exp4nation is that subjects may have responded more faviably

to the,stigmatized targetsimply because it was the socially desirable.

thing'to,do. A third explanation derives from Kelley's (1971)

'augmentation'principle of attribution. Briefly summarized, the priaFiple

holds that actoriare given credit by observers for having to struggle :

to overcom e some inhibiting influence in producing a behavior. der- .

soaalization may make the subject more aware-of the limiting and

inhibiting factors which confront elderly persons. If so, the increased

salience of this general negatiNe enVironmerit might then lead the subject

to increment his rating of the aged accordingly. It'shoula be noted

k

that an explanation based on augmentation is sOt necessarily incompatible

.

.
I

with an explanation, based on Sympathy. In fact,-peroeptlon of the

r stigmatized target as struggling against a .hoStile environment may even,

provide the basis for a sympathetic readtioni

Regardless of which explanation applie4+ the present findings
4

: /
i

have important implications for past research
1

on reactions to the elderly.
- ,

This previous research has shown that when, asked to respond to the general . ,

/
.,---

-category of old peiSori,.-subjeCfs typiCklY' respond more negatively to

1:1
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7

older persongthan to yOunger perS'onS (see ,e.g., McTavish, 1971).,, In
.

;
II.

. ...
. ,

. contrast, the present retearch hg's shown'that t,his negative prejudice can

.
. .

.

"be turned into a 4,--sitive prejudice 'if subjects are asked to'respond.to

. / . i 4 t

a,particular'old.person about whom some persdnal info ation isknow. This

. .

, finding iS-consistent with those findings reported byXzubaker & Powers,
.

'- (1976) who'also argue that personalization of the elderly leacrtheia,St

bp rated more positively..,' In brief, the.thrust of these remarks is

that personalization is an important variable ii understnding reactions'

to:the elderly' and:ithat earlier studies mayhave overestimated the

. . ,

amount of .negativity -directed against elderly persons by not providing

subjects with a personalized target.

.00
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Footnotes

1
Copies of the.interview-transcripts, which were based on thos..e.

used by Carver et al. (Note 1), are available from the senior

author upon request.

are

2
All'tests of statistical significance reported in this paper

two-tailed.

,
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Table 1

Mean Attractiveness Ratings

Young subjects rating personalized, transcripts

Target condition

-$

Transcript condition Young.

Favorable

- Unfavorable`

-57.7

.38:4

1
64.4

46.3 t

,Note: The higher the number the more favorable evaluatipn.

N = 10 per group.
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